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Christianity and Nature Symbolism
included by speculating that - at the end-time of recon
ciliation - God may choose to increase animals’ ability to
be in relationship so that they may experience God more
Hilly than before the Fall.
In response to the emergence of serious ecological
crises, such as the rapid loss of animal biodiversity, several
late twentieth-century Christian thinkers worked from the
ecological motif to reexamine the relationship between
humans and animals. James Nash, for example, proposed
‘loving nature" as a controlling metaphor for thinking
about the relationship between humans and animals.
He wrote, “... love is the integrating center of the whole
of Christian faith ... [Thus] a Christian ecological ethic is
seriously deficient - if even conceivable - unless it is
grounded in Christian love.” Out of his understanding of
Christian love, Nash proposed eight biotic rights owed to
animals:
1. The right to participate in the natural competition for
existence.
I The right to satisfaction of their basic needs and the
opportunity to perform their individual and/or ecosystemic functions.
3. The right to healthy and whole habitats.
A The right to reproduce their own kind.
5. The right to fulfill their evolutionary potential with
freedom from human-induced extinctions.
6. The right to freedom from human cruelty, flagrant
abuse, or frivolous use.
1. The right to redress through human interventions, to
restore a semblance of the natural conditions disrupted
by human actions.
e. The right to a fair share of the goods necessary for the
sustainability of one’s species (Nash 1991: 186-9).
Sallie McFague also used “loving nature” as the con
trolling metaphor for Christian thinking about animals.
Writing from an ecofeminist theological perspective,
McFague replaced the traditional subject-object dualism
with a “Subject-subjects model,” in which “everyone and
everything is somewhere on the subject continuum.” For
example, humans would “... recognize that the wood tick
is not merely an object in our world ... but a subject in its
m world.” Viewed from this perspective, Christians
should love animals - as well as other humans and God as subjects (McFague 1997: 97, 109).
Andrew Linzey would agree with the emphasis that
Nash and McFague put on “loving animals.” Flowever,
be pushed beyond love to say that Christians are also
called to be the servants of animals: “According to the
flieological doctrine of animal rights, then, humans are to
be the servant species - the species given power, oppor
tunity, and privilege to give themselves, nay sacrifice
themselves, for the weaker, suffering creatures” (Linzey
1998:39).
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In conclusion, special note should be made of the
historical figure Saint Francis of Assisi, who referred to
animals as brothers and sisters. For many twenty-firstcentury Christian thinkers working from Santmire’s
spiritual motif. Saint Francis provided the ideal paradigm
for understanding Christianity and animals.
Richard 0. Randolph
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Christianity and Nature Symbolism
In the main, Christianity understands the divine reality as
a Sky God. In nursery rhymes, sermons, hymnody, icon
ography, and theological teachings, God is pictured as a
bodiless, immaterial being who inhabits an invisible,
heavenly realm far beyond the vicissitudes of life on Earth.
Of course, in the person of Jesus Christ, God did become an
enfleshed life form in ancient history. But the Incarnation
of God in Christ is generally understood to be a long-ago,
punctiliar event limited to a particular human being. The
incarnation does not carry the promise that God, in any
palpable sense, is continually enfleshed within the natural
world as we know it. Rather, for the better part of church
history, the divine life and the natural world have been
viewed as two separate and distinct orders of being. What
ever else God is, God is not a nature deity captive to the
limitations and vagaries of mortal life forms. God is not
bound to the impermanent flux of an ever-changing
Earth. It is for these reasons, according to majority
opinion, that biblical religion forbids the fashioning of
graven images as representations of the divine life: God is
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not a bull or a snake or a lion. On the contrary, so the
majority argument goes, God abides in an eternally
unchanging heavenly realm where bodily suffering and
death are no more and every tear is wiped dry for the
privileged believer who dwells there.
The counterpoint to the mainstream opinion is the
historic biblical and theological depictions of God as Earth
Spirit, the benevolent, all-encompassing divine force
within the biosphere who inhabits Earth community and
continually works to maintain the integrity of all forms of
life. In this formulation, God is the Earth God who indwells
the land and invigorates and flows with natural processes
- not the invisible Sky God who exists in a heavenly realm
far removed from earthly concerns. God as Spirit is the
enfleshment of God within everything that burrows,
creeps, runs, swims, and flies across the Earth. Here, God is
carnal: through the Spirit, God incarnates Godself within
the natural order in order to nurture and bring to fruition
every form of life. The Nicene Creed in 381 named the
Spirit as “the Lord, the Giver of Life.” To make sense of this
ancient appellation by re-envisioning the Holy Spirit as
God’s invigorating corporal presence within the society of
all living beings is the burden of this article.
Granted, the terms “Holy Spirit” or “Holy Ghost” (a mis
translation of the term “Spirit” in Old English versions
of the Bible) does conjure the image of a disembodied,
shadowy non-entity in both the popuiar and high thinking
of the Christian West. But many Christian theological and
biblical texts stand as a counter-testimony to the con
ventional mindset. The Bible, for example, is awash with
rich imagery of the Spirit borrowed directly from the
natural world. The four traditional elements of natural,
embodied life - Earth, air, water, and fire - are constitu
tive of the Spirit’s biblical reality as an enfleshed being
who ministers to the whole creation God has made for the
refreshment and joy of all beings.
Numerous biblical passages attest to the foundational
role of the four cardinal elements regarding the biocentric
identity of the Spirit:
(1) As Earth, the Spirit is both the divine dove, with an
olive branch in its mouth, that brings peace and renewal to
a broken and divided world (Gen. 8:11; Matt. 3:16, John
1:32), and a fruit bearer, such as a tree or vine, that yields
the virtues of love, joy, and peace in the life of the disciple
(Gal. 5:15-26). Far from being the “immaterial substance”
defined by the standard theological lexicon, the Spirit is
imagined in the Bible as a material, earthen life form - a
bird on the wing or a flowering tree - who mediates God’s
power to other Earth creatures through its physical
presence.
(2) As air, the Spirit is both the vivifying breath that
animates all living things (Gen. 1:2; Ps. 104:29-30) and
the prophetic wind that brings salvation and new life to
those it indwells (Judg. 6:34; John 3:6-8; Acts 2:1-4). The
nouns for Spirit in the biblical texts - ruach in Hebrew

and pneuma in Greek - mean “breath” or “air” or “wind.”
Literally, the Spirit is pneumatic, a powerful air-driven
instrument analogous to a pneumatic drill or pump.
The Spirit is God’s all-encompassing, aerial presence in the
atmosphere that envelopes the whole Earth; as such, the
Spirit escapes the horizon of human activity and cannot
be contained by human constraints. The Spirit is divine
wind - the breath of God - that blows where it wills (John
3:8) - driven by its own elemental power and independent
from human attempts to control it - refreshing and
renewing all broken members of the created order.
(3) As water, the Spirit is the living water that quickens
and refreshes all who drink from its eternal springs (John
3:1-15; 4:14; 7;37-38). As physical and spiritual susten
ance, the Spirit is the liquid God who imbues all lifesustaining bodily fluids - blood, mucus, milk, sweat, urine
-with flowing divine presence and power. As well, the
water God flows and circulates within the soaking rains,
dewy mists, thermal springs, seeping mudholes, ancient
headwaters, swampy wetlands, and teeming oceans that
constitute the hydrospheric Earth all life inhabits. The
Spirit as water makes possible the wonderful juiciness and
succulence of life as we experience life on a liquid planet
sustained by complicated and necessary flow patterns.
(4) Finally, as fire, the Spirit is the purgative fire that
alternately judges evildoers and ignites the prophetic
mission of the early church (Matt. 3:11-12; Acts 2:1-4).
Fire is an expression of God’s austere power; it is viewed
biblically as the element God uses to castigate human
error. But it is also the symbol of God’s unifying presence
in the fledgling Christian community where the divine
pneuma - the rushing, whooshing wind of God - is said to
have filled the early church as its members became filled
with the Spirit, symbolized by “tongues of fire [that were]
distributed and resting above the heads of each” of the
early church members (Acts 2:3). Aberrant, subversive,
and creatively destructive, God as fire scorches and roasts
who and what it chooses apart from human intervention
and design - like the divine wind that blows where it wills.
But fire can and should be pressed into the service of
maintaining healthy Earth relations. Eire is necessary for
the maintenance of planetaiy life: as furnace heat, fire
makes possible machine economies and food preparation;
as controlled wildfires, fire revivifies long dormant seed
cultures necessary for biodiverse ecosystems; and when
harnessed in the form of solar power, fire from the sun
makes possible safe energy production not dependent on
fossil fuel sources. The burning God is the God who has
the power to incinerate and make alive the elements of
the life-web essential for the sustenance of our gifted
ecosystem.
God as Spirit is biblically defined according to the
tropes of Earth, wind, fire, and water. In these scriptural
texts, the Spirit is figured as a potency in nature who
engenders life and healing throughout the biotic order.

Christianity and Sustainable Communities
The Earth’s bodies of water, communities of plants and
animals, and eruptions of fire and wind are not only sym
bols of the Spirit - as important as this nature symbolism
is - but share in the Spirit’s very nature as the Spirit is
continually enfleshed and embodied through naturai
landscapes and biological populations. Neither ghostly
nor bodiless, the Spirit reveals itself in the biblical litera
tures as an earthen life form who labors to create and
sustain humankind and otherkind in solidarity with one
another. Living in the ground, swimming through the
oceans, circulating in the atmosphere, God, as Earth Spirit,
is always afoot and underfoot - the quickening life-force
who seeks to bring all denizens of our sacred Earth into
fruition and well-being.
Mark I. Wallace
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Christianity and Sustainable Communities
Christianity’s concern for sustainable community and
sustainable development has historical roots in what
numerous observers refer to as “the social question” or
“the modem social problem.” The reference is to the final
third of the nineteenth century, when progressive social
theorists in Europe and North America joined popular
movements of reform, especially workers’ movements, to
protest the exploitative character of rapidly developing
industrial society. In giving voice to bmtalizing social
conditions, reform-minded clergy and laity of the Social
Gospel movement, labor leaders and workers, and academic
students of society developed an extensive critique of the
capitalist industrial order and of political and economic
efforts to govern it. In varying ways and degrees, they
pointed to class suffering (especially poverty and danger
ous working conditions, inequality and unemployment)
as these were compounded by race, gender, ethnic, and
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cultural discrimination. And they undertook organized
responses to “the modem social problem” (various protest
movements with political economic platforms, including
both religious and secular socialism). Present Christian
concern for sustainable development and community
draws on the fact that the social question persists as these
have, in many ways, gone global.
In the final third of the twentieth century, the social
question was joined by “the ecological question.” The
language of “sustainability” itself arose here, with some of
its first uses in the ecumenical movement. (“Sustainable”
as applied to society, and not simply the yield of forests
or fisheries, was a mark of the 1975 World Council of
Churches program “Toward a Just, Participatory and Sus
tainable Society.”) While the causes are many, the eco
logical question, too, chiefly arises from the destmctive
downside of the organization and habits of modem
industrialized society, whether in the form of corporate
capitalism, state socialism, or the competition of these two
over decades around the modernization and alignment of
non-industrialized or “developing” nations.
In a word, what has given rise to concern for sustain
able development and sustainable community on the part
of Christianity is the unending transformation of nature
knit integrally to the unending transformation of society
as these together have degraded land, sea, air, and human
communities in the very process of yielding the benefits of
modernity. Few seriously propose a return to pre-modem
worlds. Yet the present course is itself considered unjust
and unsustainable.
Two broad streams of response have followed. One is
the search to understand the roles Christianity has played
in the travail of society and nature together in the modern
period. Sometimes attention is given to roughly the last
five centuries, beginning with the onset of colonization,
conquest, and conversion on the part of Christian Europe,
whiie other times the attention is on the last two centuries
especially - the industrial era. The other search is for
concrete, constmctive Christian responses to the “ecocrisis” as that has been given voice from the 1970s
onward. Christian-identified groups have often joined
other “NGOs” in this (non-govemmental organizations).
The internal critique has been extensive. Most of it
turns on the complicity of dominant streams of Western
Christianity in the making of the modem worid.
Religiously sanctioned racial, cultural, and gender stratifi
cation and oppression are pointed to, together with cal
lousness about the fate of the land and neglect of the
requirements of Earth itself for its own flourishing.
Christian habits that combine anthropocentricity with
assumptions of the superiority and forms of Western
Christian civilization are the subject of detailed analysis.
In this worldview, God has been separated from nature and
the purposes of divine action (salvation, redemption) have
been relocated in human history. Humanity itself has been

